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FOR SOLO VOICES, CHORUS AND SMALL ORCHESTRA
Description and Commentary 
The Church in the middle ages fostered the use of 
music in the liturgical dramas from the eleventh through 
the thirteenth centuries. These dramas were based on Bib­
lical stories with action and music» Apel states, "They 
never formed a part of the official liturgy, and therefore 
would be more properly called religious d r a m a » T h e y  sprang 
from tropes which were departures from the.official Roman 
Liturgy of the ninth to the thirteenth century as had been 
authorized by St» Gregory (C, 600)» Tropes began as mere
interpolations of amplification between the words kyrie 
eleison and even entire poems placed between two words of 
an authentic text» Introits for Christmas and Easter were 
written in the form of a dialogue (so called dialogue tro­
pes) of quèstiôn,and answer» '
A type whiqh developed into a full play is the
^Willi Apel, "Liturgical Drama," Harvard Dictionary 
of Music.(Cambridge, Mass»; Harvard University Press,
1965), p. 410»
2tenth century trope "Quern Queritis" for the Mass of Easter. 
Later plays, mostly.of French origin, deal with the story 
of baniel, the Plaint of Rachel, the Massacre of the Inno­
cents, the Foolish and Wise V i r g i n s . % These were favorite 
subjects of plays during the fourteenth century.
The mystery plays or dramas of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries were very popular. The name "mysteries" 
is simply a perversion of the Latin word minis ter ixim, which 
means service. These were based on Biblical subjects, such 
as the Life of Christ, the Acts of the Apostles, and the 
Creation. They were elaborately staged and, in some in­
stances, continued over a period of twenty or more days.
In these, music was used only incidentally for processions, 
fanfares and some plainsong. In Italy the mysteries were 
referred to as sacre rappresentazione (sacred representa­
tions) and served as the main source.from which European 
drama developed. The mysteries wer6 direct ancestors of 
opera and oratorio.
Of religious dramatic music we kilow today such forms 
as the cantata, the oratorio, and the Passion; the 
last two (aside from their subject matter) differ 
from opera essentially only in that they include some 
narrative portions and that they do not require scen­
ery, costumes, or stage action. Even this difference 
is little more than an historical accident; it rises 
from the traditional antipathy between church and 
theatre which has existed especially since the period 
of the Renaissance. The dramatic impulse is retained 
in these types of sacred music but divested of those
:lbid.
external trappings most closely associated with its 
secular manifestations.3
The play, House bv the Stable, which was chosen by
the composer as a basis for the libretto, is by Charles
Williams, a deceased twentieth century writer. Williams
has used, as his form, the medieval morality play. Marvin
Halverson, compiler of Religious Drama Three says;
The medieval morality play as well as the mystery or 
miracle play rose out of a vastly different mode of 
thinking and realm of experience. They took form and 
of a community of faith possessing a common language 
of symbols. This was true of all forms of medieval 
drama. The miracle and mystery plays generally dealt 
with familiar lives of saints and with the Biblical 
story from creation to judgement. They were community 
festivals which retold the story of God's work among 
man and recounted the Biblical event year after year.
In addition to their ritual character, they were remark­
able teaching devices, particularly because they were 
not intended primarily as such.
The moràlity play, in contrast, was a late medieval 
form of drâma purposely aimed at instruction and moral 
teaching bàéed on dogma. It represented a new develop­
ment that is considered by some historians of drama as 
a,bridge to,modern secular theatre. However accurate 
this evaluation may be, the connection at first appears 
remote, the characters in a medieval morality play
are not fully developed in the manner that modern the­
ater dictates. Neither were the character Biblical fig­
ures or saihts of Christian history as in the mystery 
and miracle plays. Instead they were abstractions such 
as Virtue, Vice, and Good Deeds, Nonetheless, through 
its theme arid by its nature the morality tended to 
evoke the lônely debate of existential decision,*
Williams has taken the medieval morality play and 
"baptized it in Reformation Christianity and brought it up 
to date."5
3lbid.
4Marvih Halverson, "Introduction," Religious Drama 
Three (New York: World Publishing Co., 1959), p. 8.
Sibid.
4The difference between this modern morality play 
and medieval morality play is not just a change of vogue 
and erosion of time. One might assume that there are two 
types of moralities, namely, a morality of works, which is 
medieval and Catholic, and a morality of grace, which is 
contemporary and Protestant,
House by the Stable and its companion play. Grab 
and Grace are "dramatic vehicles of the Biblical and Refor­
mation understanding that man is saved by grace; what man 
cannot do for himself, God has already done for him."6
About the Author and Play
Halverson says. The House by the Stable and Grab 
and Grace [with the latter we will not be concerned] 
have been mentioned in the introduction. Nonetheless, 
it is appropriate and necessary to make further com­
ment on them. Since his death several years ago, 
Charles Williams, who was an editor of Oxford Univer­
sity Press, has come to be recognized as a man of rare 
religious sensibility and a writer of diverse talents. 
His history of the Christian Movement, The Descent of 
the Dove, is becoming a classic and his metaphysical 
mystery tales are novels of exciting adventure and pro­
found religious insight. His gifts as a playwright 
are not slight, as these examples of his work indicate. 
However, the terseness of his style and the compactness 
of his symbolism require close attention. For example, 
'since the great earthquake and the talking flame' is 
Williams' way of referring to the Resurrection and 
Pentecost, Nonetheless, the strict attention required 
is accompanied by the fun of his rollicking banter and 
wit. While the plays can be performed independently 
of each other, fundamentally they belong together.
The House by the Stable deals with the general condi­
tion of man and the need for ah incarnation of God's, 
love and purpose for Man, The second play,. Grab and 
Grace, portrays Man in the light of the new event —
Gibid., p, 12,
the Christ. Although the movement of these plays is 
get within the framework of the cosmic drama of God's 
action, Man is central to the plot. Except for Joseph 
and Mary, who appear briefly, the characters are 
abstractions in the manner of the medieval morality.
Yet they overcome the limitation of abstractions to a
remarkable degree and appear lively and contemporary
as they confront the reader and the viewer.?
The characters of the opera are as follows:
MAN, baritone (or dramatic tenor), master of the
house.
PRIDE, soprano, Man's companion,
GABRIEL, bass» Man's servant and at time conscience,
HELL, tenor. Pride's brother (comic relief character)
JOSEPH, tenor,
MARY, alto.
The play, in brief, is a struggle for the possession 
of Man's SOÙ1 (which is a jewel he wears around his neck) by 
Hell and Pride, They sense competition on the arrival of 
Mary and Joseph and thus influence Man to put Mary and 
Joseph in the stable rather than in the house, as he had 
intended.
Pride and Hell proceed to get Man in ah inebriated 
state and talk him into throwing (loaded) dice for the 
"Jewel" he wears around his neck, Hell, for his part of 
the gainble, has put up his own "house." Consequently, Man 
(ignorantly) finds himself in a situation similar to "hôéiâs 
I win, tails you lose,"
?Halverson, Religious Drama, Editors preface: House
by the Stable and Grab and Grace,.p. 30.
6As "Man is about to lose the "geune/" Gabriel forces 
Hell to exchange the loaded dice for a legitimate pair.
The result is that Hell lases.
Man goes to the stable to see the new born Christ 
Child. The "jewel” catches the eye of the Child and Man 
presents it to him as a gift.
The opera ends after the chorus, representing the 
Christ, sings an anthem of triumph and an alleluia —  repre­
senting mankind's response.
The following are character studies conceived by 
the composer as "matching" the music portraying each char­
acter.
Man is master and ruler of the house and all the 
planet earth which he inhabits. His mien is usually of 
self-assured "rightness" because of his unique position 
and he enjoys the "comforts" inherent with it. His rela­
tionship with Pride is one of complete possession (he 
thinks).
Man is quite secure in his rule over earth and is 
completely unaware that anyone or anything would dare to 
oppose, thwart or in anyway plot against him. It is this 
very naivete which makes him a somewhat obnoxious character 
and at the same time vulnerable to the unscrupulous crafti­
ness of Hell and Pride.
The part should be taken by a healthy specimen of 
manhood with a robust type of voice. 'The range of his music
is quite wide if the,ossias for the high notes are not 
taken. The use of the lower notes does not affect the per­
formance to any great degree and one should feel free to 
use them if the higher ones are not feasible. This is par­
ticularly true of high school voices lacking training.
Man is an uninhibited character and should be 
"loose" on the stage. Since he is the ruler of earth, he 
has no one with which to compare himself and is therefore 
"self-styled." He is not a stiff dignitary as we think of 
statesmen and emperors. He is a mixture of many personal­
ities: primitive, stuffy, raucous, haughty, selfish, gen­
erous, etc. His personality changes with each arising situ­
ation and the role requires a good actor.
Pride is Man's leman, who is constantly feeding his 
ego with compliments of his importance and with the atten­
tion of her presence and affection. Man says of Pride,
"You are my worshipful sweet Pride. Will you always make 
me believe in myself? When I look in your dove's eyes. 
Pride, and see myself there, I know I am quite alone in my 
greatness, and all that I have is quite my own." '
Pride must be played as an extremely seductive 
woman, for she must bend Man's will to suit her own plan- —  
without his realizing it. She accomplishes this with her 
bodily charms and mental cunning.
Her purpose in life is to see Man in Hell's "house" 
(Hades). Her deceitful character appears in her behavior
8behind Man's back, especially when she and Hell are together.
 Hell is the comic relief character of the opera.
The saying is, "the Devil gets his due," and he probably did 
in this case also, for it is possible, even likely> that 
this conception of Hell in the opera (unlike that in the 
play) will "steal the show." Hell should be played effemi­
nately with all the characteristically effeminate gestures, 
facial expression and bodily movement. His voice need not 
be robust or well-trained. It is conceivable that the part 
could be done very well with a "nosey," "whinney" quality 
of production. His acting must be convincing.
Hell is dependent on his sister Pride's abilities 
to secure Man's soul. He is very cautious and aware of 
Man's physical strength and tries to avoid any physical 
contact with him. This makes the handshake and slap on the 
back even more humorous when Man,, unaware of his physical 
power, initially meets him. Hell's characteristic waltz 
music lendg itself to all manner of imaginative action and 
bodily movement.
Gabriel, the angel, is a very strong and self as surg­
ed character. Although he is Man's servant and is subject 
to Man, he is not the cowed, head-bowing type. On the con­
trary, he stands tall and serene, looking upward for enough 
strength and patience to accomplish his appointed commis­
sion —  to get Man to Heaven through Christ.
As well as being Man's servant, G^riel must^ at
9times, be Man's conscience. At these times he must emerge 
from his subservient role momentarily and become a dominant 
figure.
Aware of Man's frailties, Gabriel handles each sit­
uation shrewdly but honestly by reminding Man of God's pre­
sence and gifts to him. This, of course, infuriates Man, 
who believes himself to be the Creator. Gabriel manages 
always to avoid a confrontation with Man on this matter, 
knowing that until he has witnessed and experienced the 
Christ, it would do no good. Although he obviously becomes 
impatient with the self-centeredness of Man, he remains 
tolerant and awaits the opportunity for his part in Man's 
redeeming experience with Jesus Christ.
Mary and Joseph at first appear to be incidental to 
the story, but they are the pivotal characters by virtue of 
their effect on the others. After their arrival, Man senses 
something new in his life as simultaneously ,He11 and Pride 
sense a threat to their domination of Man,
In the play Joseph has but few lines, so, in order 
to establish character for him, he has the longest aria in 
the opera, which he sings on entering the house to ask for 
sheltèr,
Joseph should be a strong character also. He should 
be protective of Mary with obvious concern for her yelfare.
Mary's commentary is reserved, for the most part, 
until after the Child has been born. Then she blossoms as
10
an altruistic and loving person concerned for Man's soul.
The Chorus is heard off stage during the opera and 
appears on stage for the finale. It is important that the 
off-stage singing be mysterious and unearthly. The effect 
is accomplished by perfect "oneness" of balance and pronoun- 
ciation.
At the end of the opera the Chorus assumes the dom­
inant role as they speak the words of Christ to Man and then 
sing an Alleluia as Man's response to Christ. This is the 
climactic moment as the Chorus allegorically becomes all of 
mankind responding to Christ's birth and redeeming love.
The Musical Composition 
As music departments of high schools, colleges and 
churches grow, performing groups are faced with the problem 
of finding music which is challenging and yet satisfying 
aesthetically. It has long been a source of frustration to 
this writer that more dramatic musical settings are not 
available for the Christmas Season^ particularly since high 
school choruses and drama departments, college choruses and 
opera workshops, and church musicians are expected to pro­
duce seasonal programs. Dramatic Christmas music that is 
not trite is scarce, which makes the director's task of 
finding suitable material a difficult one. The numerous 
annual productions of Menotti's opera Amahl and the Night 
Visitors attests to the popularity, and also the shortage.
11
of works of this nature. House by the Stable was adapted 
and set to music in the hope that it will help meet this 
need.
It is felt the vocal soloists will find their roles 
challenging enough and lyrically "singable."
There are choices of notes (ossias)at climatic 
places, and the.singers should sing the notes they are cap­
able of doing well at performance time. It might be neces­
sary to encourage, during beginning rehearsal, trying for 
the higher notes. Often a singer will find that by per­
formance time he has conditioned himself to sing them. If 
absolutely necessary, one may always keep the lower ones 
"in reserve," just in case the upper ones have not developed 
by performance time.
Each principal has one or more lyric solo passages 
to sing. These solos have been labeled either "Aria," 
"Ariette," or "Cavatina," according to their length. Willi 
Apel defines an Aria as an elaborate solo song, distinguish­
ed from the air, song, or Lied by (a) generally greater in 
length; (b) non-strophic form (through-composed); and (c) an 
accent on purely musical design and expression.® He defines 
the term Ariette as "a small aria" and the Cavatina as "a 
short solo song simpler in style than the Aria and without 
repetition of words or phrases; . . .in other words, just
®Willi Apel, Harvard Dictionary of Music (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1965), p. 49.
12
a 'sentence- set to music.
The recitative sections are more toward thé recita­
tive accompaqnato (orchestrally accompanied recitative) as 
opposed to the secco recitative (accompanied by keyboard). 
The latter is often described as dry recitative. This means 
that the singer will need to sing the recitative fairly 
close to the actual rhythm written, so the instrumentalist 
and conductor can remain together. However, there should 
be a freedom within the framework of the measure lest it 
become stiffly stilted.
Since opera workshop or theater organizations often 
find it difficult to amass a huge operatic chorus, this work 
would be ideally suitable in that the choral parts may be 
effectively performed by ah ensemble of any size, from an , 
octet to a large chorus* Naturally the larger the chorus, 
the more, dramatic will be the finale when they sing the 
anthem and the driving Alleluia at the end.
The work is scored for small orchestra with one wind 
of each kind save the trumpet^ of which there are two. The 
string parts are kept as simple as feasible, with much more 
accompaniment than is usual in opera scored for varying 
mixtures of winds. The reason is two-fold; (1) the string 
sections in most high school orchestras are not sufficiently 
advanced for difficult scoring; and (2) the sonorities of
9lbid.
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of winds and voices are novel and interesting in themselves.
In a very real sense the music was through-composed 
for the entire opera. Once the libretto was adjusted and 
sections were marked for arias, ensembles, and recitatives, 
the composing began with the first scene and proceeded 
through to the last. Many times composers write arias and 
ensembles and then piece them together with recitatives. 
Through-composing an opera is a means of avoiding "dry reci­
tative," and having in its place much arioso (lyric recita­
tive) ,
The composer gave the score the appearance of that 
of a "number opera" for ease in scoring, and also to save 
rehearsal time. The division points, as well as the section 
titles, are arbitrary. The double bar at the end of each 
"number" section does not mean to stop, but is simply a con­
venient way to sectionalize the opera for rehearsal.
The prelude was composed after the opera was com­
plete, The beginning of it is material from the opening 
scene which, in a way, tries to warn man that there are 
those who would plot against him. Then the chord progres­
sion from the love duet (between Man and Pride) pounds, 
dispelling this gloom. While these chords yet sound, Hell's 
characteristic music is super-imposed upon it, creating bi­
tonality and even tri-tonality, in that Hell's music, in its 
own right, is bi-tonal. It also imposes a | meter upon  ^
meter for four measures.
14
Hell's music emerges from this conglomerate and 
lasts unchallenged for some nine measures until the music 
which characterizes Man's soul is heard for a time, only 
to be driven away by the foreboding of the opening scene. 
The prelude, although short (forty-four measures), does 
manage to create a feeling of the struggle between "powers" 
above (up symbolizing good) and the "powers" below (down 
symbolizing evil),
The xylophone is heard throughout the opera.as an 
allegorical representation of bones —  a symbolic reminder 
of Man's "feet of clay." The alto saxophone was chosen as 
Pride's characteristic instrument because of it sensuous 
quality of sound and technical possibilities.
The French horn is Man's representative instrument, 
although the trombone is heard a great deal with it —  or 
in its place where the music is out of the French horn 
range. For Hell's characteristic instrument, the bassoon 
was chosen for its comic, puckish capabilities. The flute 
plays the theme representing Man's soul, which imitates a 
bird call (Man mentions that Gabriel sings of a bird which 
sat in the leaves of paradise and in his song he called the 
bird Soul). Gabriel is usually announced by the trumpet. 
Since Mary and Joseph are not allegorical in nature, no 
characteristic,instrumental representation was given them.
The harmonic styles used are primarily Secundal, 
Quartal and Triadic^ Where triads are used, they are
15
usually veiled with a dissonant melody.
The rhythms are usually straightforward, with syn­
copation used for exaggeration. There are a few minor ex­
cursions into cross rhythms and poly-rhythms.
The compositional techniques include counterpoint, 
homophony, polyphony, imitation, ostinatos in melodic accom­
paniment and chordal progression.
Stage and Costume 
One of the many attributes of House by the Stable is 
its adaptability. The show may be staged as simply or as 
sumptuously as the budget will allow.
One needs only a single stage setting divided into 
two areas:—  the house, and the stable. The more magnifi­
cently arrayed the house, the more crude the stable will 
appear. This may be accomplished inexpensively by hanging 
bright-colored panels (sewn together) of burlap, e.g., one 
cherry red panel flanked by gold in the house. For thè 
stable, one should use dingy or dark colors. As one uses 
the,lights to change center of action from one stage area 
to the other, the colors (contrasting affect) will be vivid­
ly accentuated.
The show lends itself to almost any historical 
period as far as costumes and stage furnishings are con­
cerned, The writer would prefer early Renaissance or Con­
temporary,
16
The early period would lend itself to interesting 
costumes and stage decor, and even stylized mosaic makeup. 
The contemporary staging could be done with Man as a modern 
"playboy^' with all his lavish surroundings. This setting 
would have the advantage of the audience relating to it 
more personally; the early period would probably allow for 
greater theatrical effect.
The time of performance is approximately one hoUr. 
There is really no place for an intermission, either in the 
music or in the story, and the writer urges that none be 
taken in order to preserve the continuity of the piece.
Since stage directions and dynamic markings have 
been generously distributed throughout the work, additional 
performance suggestions would be superfluous «
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